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U.S.Post Office (Metuchen)

Name of Property

Middlesex Co., NJ
County and State

5. Classification

Ownership of Property Category of Property
(Check as many boxes as apply) (Check only one box)
D private building(s)

[_] public-local [ ] district
[ ] public-State [ site
public-Federal D structure

[ ] object

Name of related multiple property listing
(Enter "N/A" if property is not part of a multiple property listing.)

N/A

Number of Resources within Property
(Do not include previously listed resources in the count.)

Contributing Noncontributing
1 0 buildings
sites
structures
objects
1 0 Total

Number of contributing resources previously
listed in the National Register

0

6. Function or Use

Historic Functions
(Enter categories from instructions)

Current Functions
(Enter categories from instructions)

GOVERNMENT/post office GOVERNMENT/post office
7. Description
Architectural Classification Materials
(Enter categories from instructions) (Enter categories from instructions)
Colonial Revival foundation  concrete
walls brick
structural tile
roof asphalt
other

Narrative Description

(Describe the historic and current condition of the property on one or more continuation sheets.)
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U.S.Post Office (Metuchen)

-Name of Property

Middlesex Co., NJ
County and State

8 Statement of Significance

Applicable National Register Criteria
(Mark "x" in one or more boxes for the criteria qualifying the
property for National Register listing.)

[:] A Property is associated with events that have made
a significant contribution to the broad patterns of
our history. )

I:] B Property is associated with the lives of persons
significant in our past.

C Property embodies the distinctive characteristics
of a type, period or method of construction or
represents the work of a master, or possesses
high artistic values, or represents a significant and
distinguishable entity whose components lack
individual distinction. :

[ ]D Property has yielded, or is likely to yield,
information important in prehistory or history.

Criteria considerations
{mark "x" in all the boxes that apply.)

Property is:

[ JA owned by a religious institution or used for
religious purposes.

(18

[ ]c abirthplace or grave.

removed from its original location.

[ 1D acemetery.
|:] E a reconstructed building, object or structure.
a commemorative property.

[ ]G less than 50 years of age or achieved significance
within the past 50 years.

Narrative Statement of Significance

Areas of Significance
(Enter categories from instructions)

Architecture

Art
Communications
Politics/Government

Period of Significance
1939-42

Significant Dates
1940

1942

Significant Person
(Complete if Criterion B is marked above)

Cultural Affiliation
N/A

Architect/Builder

Simon, Louis Adolphe (Supervising Architect)
Melick, Neal A. (engineer)

(Explain the significance of the property on one or more continuation sheets.)

9. Major Bibliographical References

Bibliography

(cite the books, articles, and other sources used in preparing this form on one or more continuation sheets.)

Previous documentation on file (NPS):
preliminary determination of individual listing (36
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designated a National Historic Landmark
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Record #
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Federal agency
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U.S.Post Office (Metuchen) Middlesex Co., NJ

Name of Property County and State

10. Geographical Data

Acreage of property Less than one acre

UTM References
(Place additional UTM references on a continuation sheet.)

1 18 554168 4487865 3 .
Zone Easting Northing Zone  Easting Northing

2 4
D See continuation sheet

Verbal Boundary Description
(Describe the boundaries of the property on a continuation sheet.)

Boundary Justification
(Explain why the boundaries were selected on a continuation sheet.)

11. Form Prepared By

nametftitle Kevin M. Hale

organization date _ May 2004

street & number  _5 Lawrence Street telephone (732) 548-4437

city or town Metuchen state NJ zip code _ 08840

Additional Documentation

Submit the following items with the completed form:
Continuation Sheets

Maps

A USGS map (7.5 or 15 minute series) indicating the property's location.

A Sketch map for historic districts and properties having large acreage or numerous resources.
Photographs

Representative black and white photographs of the property.

Additional items
(Check with the SHPO or FPO for any additional items)

Property Owner .

(Complete this item at the request of the SHPO or FPO.)
United States Postal Service -~ New York FSO

name
street & number 2 HUDSON PLACE. telephone 201-714-5431
city or town HOBOKEN state NJ zip code 07030-5502
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NARRATIVE DESCRIPTION
Introduction

Located at 360 Main Street, Metuchen, New Jersey, on the southeast corner of the intersection with
Woodbridge Avenue, the United States Post Office is a one-story red brick Colonial Revival building with a
raised basement set back from the adjoining streets and lots on landscaped grounds with a parking lot and
loading area bounded by retaining walls to the rear.' Essentially unchanged since it was constructed, some
physical alterations have been made to accommodate new technologies (e.g., central air conditioning during the
1970s) and social policies (e.g., accessibility for the physically disabled during the 1990s). Despite these
changes, the building has maintained its architectural integrity for six and a half decades.

Property Site and Setting

The post office property consists of slightly more than one half-acre at the southeast corner of the
intersection of Main Street and Woodbridge Avenue and is listed on the revised 1939 tax assessment map of the
Borough of Metuchen as Block 182, Lots 33 and 33.02 [photograph 1]. Trapezoidal in shape, the lot runs for
139 feet of frontage along Main Street (formerly Bonhamtown-Oak Tree Road) and for 177 feet of depth along
Woodbridge Avenue (formerly Woodbridge Road) for a total of approximately 23,803 square feet." Originally
much steeper in slope, the property underwent soil removal and regrading to reduce the incline after demolition
of the two detached houses which formerly stood on the site [historic views “D”, “E”, and “F”].

To the immediate south along Main Street is a large Colonial Revival dwelling which has been added
onto and converted to offices for a law firm. A retaining wall along the Main Street frontage of this house’s
grounds gives some indication of the original height of the Post Office property.

Across Main Street to the west are several other detached private residences, mostly late nineteenth
century vernacular in style, which have also been converted to various professional offices and a music school.
Northwest of the intersection lies the former Presbyterian Church cemetery dating from 1731, now Borough-
owned and usually referred to as the “Old Colonial Cemetery”. The Presbyterian meetinghouse once stood
adjacent to the cemetery, probably on land now encompassed by the Northeast Corridor rail line right-of-way.™
Main Street utilizes an underpass to cross the Northeast Corridor rail line. This underpass was constructed
sometime in the early twentieth century and regrading of Main Street to create approaches for the underpass
probably exacerbated the steep slope situation for the homes on what would become the post office property.

Immediately to the north of the post office and across Woodbridge Avenue lies the Metuchen Railroad
Station. Originally constructed by the Pennsylvama Railroad in 1888, the station is typlcal of small town
commuter rail stations constructed by the major railroads in the late nineteenth century." Adjacent to the train
station and northwest of the post office is the First Presbyterian Church of Metuchen. Built in 1836, after the
railroad came through and caused the demolition of the meetinghouse, the church underwent a substantial
renovation and remodeling in the 1950s which removed the lancet Gothic Revival windows and provided it with
the Colonial Revival exterior it has retained to the present.”
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East of the post office, and partially obscured by a screen of coniferous trees planted behind a retaining
wall for the post office parking lot, is a small complex of red brick condominium townhouses built in the late
twentieth century which replaced a detached single family dwelling.

In harmony with most of the surrounding structures, the post office is set back substantially from the
property lines. Its position on a slight rise and the elevating of the main floor several feet above ground level, as
if on a dais, give the structure an aura of monumentality. At the same time, the scale and form of the building
harmonize with the surrounding residential-scale buildings allowing for a seamless transition from a commercial
to a residential environment.

The entrance steps and building foundation are edged with low-lying shrubs and bushes. Most of the
remainder of the front and side-yards are graded and planted as lawn. A tall flagpole about halfway between the
sidewalk and front elevation with a stepped concrete base leading to it from the Main Street sidewalk is located
to the left of the entrance steps. When the flag is flying at full-mast, it is above the roof-line of the building.
Five mature trees are planted flanking the building, three on the north side and two on the south side. Around
the year 2000, in the north setback, a new curvilinear brick-paved path following the contour of the slope was
constructed between the Woodbridge Avenue sidewalk and the wheelchair-accessible ramp (see below) and a
wood-plank bench with metal frame was installed, along with small flower beds and a memorial stone with
plaque commemorating former municipal librarian Grace Halsey. The late Miss Halsey had bequeathed the
funds used to construct this landscape feature and it was dedicated as “Grace’s Garden” in her honor
[photograph 2]. Lawn occupies the south setback. Combined, the south, west and north setbacks create a park-
like setting for the building. No notable landscape features are situated in the rear (east) setback since it is
almost entirely occupied by the parking lot, retaining wall and conifer screen referred to earlier.

Exterior - General Features

Measuring sixty-seven feet wide by sixty-two feet deep with an eleven foot deep rear wing and ten foot
deep loading dock, the Metuchen Post Office is a roughly square building marked by bilateral symmetry. From
a design point of view, it consists of two distinct masses divided vertically from side to side, a pitched-roofed
gable-ended front section and a flat-roofed parapeted rear section [photographs 3, 4, and 16]. The parapet is
topped with concrete cast stone coping blocks. A concrete base projects slightly outward from the walls below
the main floor suggestive of a water table.

Walls are composed of structural brick tile covered with a veneer of red brick. Brickwork is laid in the
common bond pattern in which five courses of staggered stretchers alternate with one course of headers
[photograph 14]. Window openings, actual or blind, are accented with concrete cast stone lintels and sills.
Lintels are three courses wide and sills are two courses wide. Spandrel panels beneath the main windows are
slightly recessed [photograph 5]. Decorative trim, including a wrap-around entablature, raking gable cornices,
cupola, windows and doors were originally all wood [photograph 6]. The windows have since been replaced
with white factory-finished metal elements that replicate the original sash configuration. All standard windows
are double-hung sash with twelve-over-twelve lights (three vertical-four horizontal). The front doors were also
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replaced in white factory-finished métal with a single wider door and single fixed sidelight to better
accommodate the handicapped [photograph 12].

A low-pitched asphalt shingle roof is crowned over the central bay by a four-sided square cupola with
chamfered corners [photograph 7]. An arrow weathervane surmounts a pyramidal cap with similarly chamfered
corners, giving it a somewhat octagonal shape. Encircling the cupola top is a plain unadorned entablature. The
four faces of the cupola feature semi-circular arch louvered openings flanked by Doric pilasters. The presence
of a cupola suggests that this is a public building, as opposed to a commercial or residential structure, since few
stores or residences ever had cupolas."

Exterior - West Elevation (Main Facade)

Facing west onto Main Street, the main elevation is five bays wide with the cupola centered over the
middle bay [photograph 8]. Below the roof line is a full entablature adorned with a series of mouldings.
Emblazoned along the frieze above the three middle bays are metal serif letters spelling out “UNITED STATES
POST OFFICE”. The most notable feature here is the denticulated cornice. Also noteworthy is the fact that the
denticulated cornice and lower sections of the entablature are articulated slightly outward over the two end bays
as though they were set off as separate pavilions while the running cornice remains straight along the roof edge
forming a box cornice over the middle three bays [photograph 9]. This effect is further enhanced by brick piers,
suggestive of pllasters flanking each of the two outer bays [photograph 10]. Set in the concrete base beneath
the leftmost pier is a carved cornerstone bearing an inscription of names and date"" [photograph 11]. A central
doorway and two standard windows on either side form the primary pattern of the five-bay elevation. Against
the brick work above the central bay are metal serif letters spelling out “METUCHEN, NEW JERSEY”.

The doorway is encased in an opening topped by a segmental arch [photograph 12]. The segmental arch
contains a blind fanlight comprising a painted wooden flat background and spread-winged eagle sculpture, the
eagle being a national symbol and popular decorative motif for federal government buildings throughout history.
This sculpture, a defining feature of this particular standard design, is purportedly made of cast metal."" Below
the segmental arch is another entablature which recapitulates the denticulated main elevation entablature, albeit
on a smaller scale. Beneath this entablature is a rectangular transom window with a leaded half-spider’s web
muntin pattern. Below the transom originally were a pair of wooden sash doors with six (three vertical-two
horizontal) lights over a single chamfered panel each [historic views “A”, “B”, and “C”]. These were replaced
with a factory-finished single metal door and left sidelight panel when alterations were made to comply with the
Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) in the 1990s. The door now has eight lights (four vertical-two
horizontal) over a projecting decorative moulding delineating a lower panel Similarly, the matching sidelight
panel features four vertical lights above a decorative panel moulding.” Set in antis flanking the transom and
door are a pair of slightly flared, engaged, fluted Doric half-columns strongly reminiscent of columns widely
used on Greek Revival buildings. Next to these columns against the outer walls of the bay are matching
unfluted Doric pilasters in the reveals of the doorway.

Two flights of granite steps separated by a landing and a top platform originally led to the doors. When
the ADA changes were made, the top platform was extended outward to increase the wheelchair turning radius,
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the landing was eliminated and a single flight of steps was substituted. The new steps are concrete with metal
tread covers over a concrete base. Wrought iron baluster-type railings from the platform originally flanked the
upper flight of steps and terminated in spiral curves attached to wrought iron lamp standards. The lower flight
of steps was flanked by simpler open-walled wrought iron railings [historic view “A”]. With the ADA changes,
the lamp standards have been relocated to the edge of the platform and the baluster-type railings top rails do not
terminate in spirals at the bottom of the steps, but rather end somewhat abruptly with reverse curves forming
hand-holds [photograph 12]. A two-sloped wheelchair-accessible ramp with intermediate landing now leads
from the left side of the platform and articulates around the north elevation of the building toward Woodbridge
Avenue. It consists of a concrete ramp surface atop a brick-veneered base composed of staggered courses of
stretchers.” Downward-directed box-like wall sconce lights have been mounted on the brick walls of both the
west and north elevations to illuminate this ramp.

Exterior - North Elevation

The north elevation consists of five bays, the two to the right being in the front section, the three to the
left being in the rear section [photograph 13]. The rightmost of the rear bays contains a blind window complete
with recessed spandrel panel [photograph 14]. Tucked away near the seam with the front section is a small,
narrow, vertically-oriented double-hung sash window with two-over-two lights usually associated with a
restroom. While it has a cast stone sill, it lacks a lintel, apparently to make it less obtrusive. The pediment
formed by the end gable over the front section continues the brickwork of the lower walls and contains a lunette
window with a cast stone sill [photograph 15]. Along the upper edges of the pediment is a denticulated raking
cornice similar to the cornice of the main entablature. Two projecting piers similar to those on the west
elevation further delineate the front section. A concrete window well surrounds the three rear bays
accommodating three full double-hung sash basement windows with eight-over-eight lights (each sash
containing four horizontal and two vertical lights). A wrought-iron railing similar to the original front steps
railing rises around the well to just below the sills of the main floor bays to protect passing pedestrians. One
double-hung sash window in a similar window well with railing is located beneath the fourth bay’s main floor
window and one single three-light basement sash is located in the fifth bay.

Exterior - South Elevation

Almost a mirror image of the north elevation, the south elevation has a few distinguishing features
[photograph 17]. First there is no blind window and accompanying narrow vertical window in the rear section.
Instead there is a full window occupying this bay. Instead of a window well along the rear section, there is a
poured concrete stairwell leading from the rear of the building along the wall. The basement wall has a central
pair of solid metal doors accessing the boiler room, flanked on each side by a double-hung sash window with
eight-over-eight lights (each sash containing four horizontal and two vertical lights) in alignment with the main
floor windows above. In contrast to the north elevation’s wrought iron window well railing, this stairwell is
topped with a two-rung metal pipe railing painted black with a winching device mounted on the upper railing
closest to the west end of the well, presumably to facilitate hoisting deliveries of equipment and other heavy
objects to the basement level. A similar, black-painted metal pipe railing is also mounted along the rear roof
immediately behind the parapet, also presumably to assist in controlling the movement of heavy items (such as
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boilers) into or out of the basement. Two sash basement windows, of an undetermined operational nature, with
three lights apiece are located beneath the main floor windows of the front section. All other features mirror
those of the north elevation.

Exterior - East Elevation

The east or rear elevation is the least architecturally significant of the four elevations [photographs 18
and 19]. The entablature wraps completely across the wall, interrupted only by a plain brick chimney projecting
outward from the wall on the left side at the intersection where a lower loading dock vestibule wing also
projects from the rear block. At the left and right edges of the elevation are paired versions of the double-hung
sash windows used elsewhere on the main floor of the building. A typical Colonial Revival feature often used
on residential buildings, paired windows on post offices designed by Louis A. Simon are almost always
confined to rear sections or rear elevations (i.e., out of primary public view for the most part) where admitting
natural light to the workroom was a concern. A series of small, paired double-hung clerestory windows run
above the loading dock vestibule providing additional natural light to the sorting room. The mailing vestibule
wing also has small double-hung sash windows similar to the main windows, but without cast stone lintels.
Originally, the clerestory windows were probably opened on hot summer days to facilitate cross-ventilation of
the sorting area. A pair of doors capable of swinging in either direction and accommodating mail hoppers lead
from the loading dock into the vestibule. An adjacent solid metal door provides individual pedestrian access.
The loading dock is poured concrete with a cantilevered roof projecting upward away from the building and
over the loading area to provide clearance for delivery trucks and protection from inclement weather. The roof
cantilevers on a wide transverse beam supported on each end by a metal lolly column with flanges at top and
bottom. Three concrete steps on the right side lead down from the loading dock and are separated from the
loading dock by a two-rung, black-painted, metal pipe railing. On the extreme right side beneath the paired
windows of the main block is a concrete ramp leading down from the loading dock with brick side walls capped
with cast stone copings. Additional metal pipe hand railings are mounted along the inner walls of the ramp.

Interior - Basement

‘The interior of the basement is a rather unremarkable strictly utilitarian space. Access is achieved by a
stairway leading down from the mailing vestibule. Several storage rooms cluster toward the front of the
building as well as beneath the mailing vestibule wing and loading dock. The staff lunchroom-lounge, staff
restrooms, and postal inspector’s office are situated to the north side of a central corridor. On the south side of
the corridor is another storage room and the boiler room. A pair of doors leads from the boiler room to the
south elevation’s exterior stairwell. The boiler room originally used coal as a heating source.

Interior - Main Floor (Except Service Lobby)

The main floor consists of a small entrance vestibule leading into a service lobby (see below for more
detail). In the northwest corner of the building is the postmaster’s office which has plaster walls and ceiling and
wooden floor and trim. A restroom for the postmaster and a vault are situated along the north elevation
adjacent to the postmaster’s office. The remainder of the main block is occupied by the mail sorting room with
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plaster walls and ceiling and a wooden floor. A small staff restroom and janitor’s closet as well as the stairs to
the basement are located in the mailing vestibule wing. As with the basement, all of these spaces, except the
lobby, are strictly utilitarian.

Interior - Service Lobby

The service lobby is a long rectangular room with plaster walls and ceiling stretching across the three
middle bays of the west elevation [photographs 20 and 21]. It is accessed through a dark, stained and varnished,
glazed, wooden vestibule enclosure with chamfered corners. This enclosure serves to reduce drafts of cold air
in winter and hot air in summer [photograph 22]. Single sash doors containing twelve lights (three horizontal
and four vertical) with metal pull handles (inside vestibule) and push bars (outside vestibule) lead into the lobby
from the north and south ends of the vestibule. The bottom halves of the doors are solid with no panels.
Chamfered corners on the enclosure facing into the lobby contain window-pane glazing as well (two horizontal
and four vertical lights) and solid wood bottoms with no panels. Parallel to the service window screen wall the
vestibule wall consists of three additional side-by-side glazed units similar to the chamfered corner units of the
vestibule. A denticulated cornice runs atop the vestibule sides facing into the lobby, thereby linking the
decoration of the exterior to that of the interior. The inside of the entrance doorway’s transom (above the
vestibule enclosure) is surmounted by a moulded cornice. Flooring is terrazzo divided by metal strips into
squares and the wainscoting is white marble with brown veining. Large white finished metal baseboard-type
radiators have been installed beneath the two front windows. All trim is dark stained and varnished wood.

One striking feature is the doorway to the postmaster’s office [photograph 23]. This is a solid wood
paneled door consisting of two chamfered panels, a larger one (above) and a smaller one (below) set in rails and
stiles. A large brass doorknob, plate and keyhole are located in the left stile. The door is surrounded by a
moulded frame. A rectangular signboard bearing the word “POSTMASTER” in gold serif letters sits atop the
frame as an entablature with a moulded cornice similar to the one above the entrance doorway transom window.
Directly on the wall over the door is Harold Ambellan’s well-preserved plaster relief sculpture “Gardeners”
installed in 1942 under the Section of Fine Arts program of public artworks [photograph 24]. Two square
wooden single-door glazed bulletin board cases at eye-level flank the postmaster’s door [photograph 25].
Carved into the upper frame of each in wedge-style upper case lettering is the word “BULLETIN”. Identical
bulletin board cases are located on the west wall to the north of the northerly window and to the south of the
southerly window. To the left of the postmaster s door is a wooden double-pedestal counter-level table of a
design and finish compatible with the room’s woodwork for customer preparation of paperwork and parcels®
[photograph 26].

Postal lock boxes occupy the south end of the lobby. However, documentation indicates that the lobby
originally extended further south into the area that is now part of the sorting room™" [photograph 21].

Service windows form a screenline along the east wall of the lobby [photograph 27]. This service
window screen consists of wood-framed single sash windows with single panes of frosted glass alternating with
clear-glass doored bulletin boards above the marble wainscoting. The central service window, taller than the
others, features an ornamental metal grille at the top. Originally a painted wooden grillework stretched high
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above the service windows to provide cross-ventilation through to the sorting room on hot summer days. With
the installation of central air-conditioning in the 1970s, this grillework was covered over with a solid wall to
zone the air con<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>